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U.S. Visitor and Immigrant Status Indicator Technology 

(US-VISIT) Program 



Summary 

Congress first mandated that the former Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) implement an automated entry and exit data system that would track the arrival 
and departure of every alien in §110 of the Illegal Immigration Reform and 
Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA). The objective was, in part, to 
develop a mechanism that would be able to track nonimmigrants who overstayed 
their visas as part of a broader emphasis on immigration control. Following the 
September 1 1 , 200 1 terrorist attacks there was a shift in priority for implementing the 
system. While the tracking of nonimmigrants who overstayed their visas remained 
an important goal, border security has become the paramount concern. 

Legislation enacted from 1997 to 2000 changed the scope and delayed 
implementation of §110 of IIRIRA. For example, the INS Data Management 
Improvement Act rewrote §110 to require the development of a system using data 
currently collected with no new documentary requirements. The Visa Waiver 
Permanent Program Act of 2000 required the development and implementation of a 
“fully automated entry and exit control system” covering all aliens who enter the 
United States under the Visa Waiver Program (VWP) at airports and seaports. 

Following the terrorist attacks, several provisions in the USA PATRIOT Act 
and the Border Security Act, however, required the immediate implementation of an 
automated entry and exit data system and called for enhancements in its 
development. More recently, the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act 
of 2004 implements the 9/11 Commission recommendations, including those 
recommendations that pertain to the integrated entry and exit data system and 
biometric identifiers in travel documents. 

Tracking the entry and exit of foreign nationals at U.S. ports of entry is not a 
small undertaking. In FY2005, there were over 428 million inspections conducted 
at U.S. ports of entry, with the majority of the inspections conducted on foreign 
nationals. Implementing the requirements of an automated entry and exit data system, 
however, is not without controversy. Some observers fear that the full 
implementation of US-VISIT will cause massive delays at U.S. ports of entry, 
primarily at land ports of entry. Some believe that the cost of implementing such a 
system would outweigh the benefits. Others express concern about the inadequacy 
of current infrastructure, and the lack of consensus with respect to the type of 
biometric technology that should be used in travel documents. Many continue to 
question the purpose of such a system. Some argue that resources should be directed 
at immigration interior enforcement, rather than on an expensive system whose 
capability is not fully known. 

The automated entry and exit data system was administratively renamed the 
United States Visitor and Immigrant Status Indicator Technology (US-VISIT). It is 
being implemented in phases over the next several years. This report will be updated 
to reflect new developments. 
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U.S. Visitor and Immigrant Status Indicator 
Technology (US-VISIT) Program 



Introduction 

Congress first mandated that the former Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) implement an automated entry and exit data system that would track the arrival 
and departure of every alien in §110 of the Illegal Immigration Reform and 
Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA; P.L. 104-208). 1 The objective for 
an automated entry and exit data system was, in part, to develop a mechanism that 
would be able to track nonimmigrants who overstayed their visas as part of a broader 
emphasis on immigration control. Following the September 1 1 , 200 1 terrorist attacks 
there was a marked shift in priority for implementing an automated entry and exit 
data system. While the tracking of nonimmigrants who overstayed their visas 
remained an important goal of the system, border security has become the paramount 
concern with respect to implementing the system. 

This report provides a summary of the statutory history of the automated entry 
and exit data system, which was renamed the U.S. Visitor and Immigrant Status 
Indicator Technology (US-VISIT) Program by the Bush Administration. 2 It also 
discusses other laws that affect the implementation of the system and provides an 
analysis of the documentary requirements under current law. The report also 
discusses efforts to implement the program and selected issues associated with its 
development and implementation. This report will not discuss two related programs 
— National Security Entry-Exit Registration System (NSEERS) program 3 and the 



1 § 1 10 of IIRIRA is located in Division C of the Omnibus Consolidated Appropriations Act 
of FY 1997. 

2 An October 2003 Department of Homeland Security Press Release refers to the program 
as the United States Visitor and Immigrant Status Indicator Technology. In May 2003, Asa 
Hutchinson, Under Secretary of the Border and Transportation Security Division in the 
Department of Homeland Security had announced the Administration’ s intent to rename the 
automated entry and exit data system the U.S. Visitor and Immigrant Status Indication 
Technology Program or US-VISIT. See U.S. Department of State, “Ridge Announces New 
U.S. Entry-Exit System,” press release, Apr. 29, 2003, at [http://usinfo.state.gov/ 
regional/nea/sasia/ins/texts.htm]. The terms US-VISIT program and automated entry and 
exit data system will be used interchangeably throughout this report. 

3 For additional information on NSEERS, see CRS Report RL31570, Immigration Alien 
Registration , by Andorra Bruno. 
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Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS) program, 4 — which 
reportedly will be incorporated into the automated entry and exit data system. 

Volume of Entries 

Tracking the entry and exit of most foreign nationals at U.S. ports of entry is not 
a small undertaking. In FY2005, there were over 428 million inspections conducted 
at U.S. ports of entry, with the majority of the inspections conducted on foreign 
nationals. Most observers contend that implementing an automated entry and exit 
data system at the nation’s ports of entry poses a variety of logistical problems, as 
discussed below. 

U.S. Ports 

There are 280 air, land, and sea ports of entry in the United States. The majority 
of travelers enter the United States at a land port of entry. Land borders are unique 
because traffic at these crossings could consist in varying combinations of cars, 
pedestrians, bicycles, trucks, buses, and rail. Moreover, land ports of entry pose 
various challenges to the creation of an automated alien tracking system due to their 
location, infrastructure, geography and traffic volume, which can vary extensively 
among ports of entry. 

Air and sea ports are faced with some of the same challenges present at land 
ports. However, the impact is not as intense as it is at land ports of entry. While land 
ports of entry have heavy traffic volume that could make, fully implementing such a 
program difficult, some air port officials and observers express concern that 
implementing the system could also disrupt the flow of traffic at air ports of entry. 
Airports have tried to delay the implementation of an automated entry and exit data 
system (and reportedly they were effective in pushing back the implementation date 
of the Administration’s first increment of the program to January 5, 2004), primarily 
due to concerns of the potential slow down in the flow of traffic at the nation’s air 
ports of entry. In addition to possible congestion at the nation’s air ports of entry, 
some fear that the exit process may not be fully developed due to inadequate space. 

Sea ports also pose challenges to the implementation of an automated entry and 
exit data system. Similar to other ports, sea ports do not have the necessary 
infrastructure. Moreover, some sea ports of entry are not staffed full-time with 
immigration or customs inspectors. 

The Arrival/Departure Record, Form 1-94 

For many years, the former INS had recorded nonimmigrant arrivals at airports 
on Form 1-94, the Arrival/Departure Record, which is a paper-based system that 



4 For additional information on SEVIS, see CRS Report RL32188, Monitoring Foreign 
Students in the United States: The Student and Exchange Visitor Information System , by 
Alison Siskin. 




